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had written to Ellen Terry: 'They think me a very harmless
author so far. Wait until I begin silently and unobtrusively
to get on their nerves a little.7 This no doubt was written
in a playful vein, but there is no smoke without fire.
The catastrophe at the Haymarket occurred in April
1897. It severed Bernard Shaw's connection with the
theatre. In calling off You Never Can Tell, he in effect
called off his troops after repeated attempts to storm the
fort of the West End. Thenceforward he would employ
other tactics. If the fort would not yield to frontal attacks
he would try to capture it by a wide encircling movement;
in other words, by publishing his plays. In the following
year, accordingly, he availed himself of his literary skill to
prepare for the reading public two volumes of his much-
tried plays, making them formidable but entertaining affairs
by reinforcing them, after the manner of Dryden, with
prefatory essays in which he could blow off steam to his
heart's content. As for the theatre, let it wait: he could
bide his time. Actually, he had no alternative.
Shaw's experience as a novel writer had accustomed him
to the disappointment of rejected manuscripts, and his early
experience as a playwright only steeled him to an almost
superhuman insensitiveness to praise and blame alike, until
he eventually ceased to care greatly whether his plays were
performed or not. However, his behaviour over his early
plays, which at the time seemed so wantonly and foolishly
despotic, was on the whole justified by subsequent events,
when the whirligig of time brought the plays into general
favour, particularly outside England.
Perhaps I have not been altogether fair. The reluctance
of the theatre to open its doors to the Shavian drama was
by no means wholly due to the truculence of its author, or
to the too clever way in which he mishandled managers.
It was largely the theatre's fault. The theatre then was so
completely divorced from all contemporary thought, world
movements, and outside interests, that when a writer
appeared who wa$ interested in nothing else it simply did
not know what he was talking about. And when he pro-
posed that the fresh air from this outside world should blow
in great gusts on to a stage where the air was stale with the